This paper examines the evolution of pedagogy in an online graduate program developed from a social constructivist perspective. One professor's first year of teaching was explored through an end-of-year interview, as well as an analysis of newsgroup threads from fall and spring courses. The analyses suggest that this professor gave over more control of course discussions and activities to the students, while at the same time grappling with issues of how to 'be herself' as a teacher in an online environment. The two methods provide different lenses for viewing the professor's development and its consequences for her students.
complex environment that itself alters how communication takes place; and, second, incorporating a social constructivist perspective into their teaching. This paper explores the changes in pedagogy exhibited by one faculty member during the first year of her teaching in an online master's program that has the characteristics described above. The 13-month program includes three face-to-face meetings of student cohorts with each other and with their professors. The remainder of the program is online, and includes synchronous class meetings, using Tapped In, as well as a range of other online tools--newsgroups, web pages, groupware, chat shells, email. These allow for variation in participation, observation, and interaction structures available to students and faculty.
The professor we studied, whom we call Pat, is an experienced teacher. She has taught in higher education for a decade and, prior to that, had taught at both the middle and high school levels. She had also taught online asynchronously, at a different university and in a different context. She had joined this program because of her interest in pursuing online teaching in more depth and in an institution with impressive leadership that 'wanted to grow. ' We were curious as to whether there would be shifts in Pat's pedagogy in one year. To find out, we conducted an interview with Pat and analyzed newsgroup threads from two of her courses. We also were interested in whether these different methods-each with strengths and limitations--would be mutually confirmatory and/or complementary. Our investigation was both about this particular teacher's development, and about some lenses through which we might more broadly investigate development in online teaching.
METHODS
In an attempt to examine the evolution of pedagogy, we used two different methods. Just after she completed her first year, Pat was interviewed about her online teaching experiences. By then she had taught 13 units of online coursework This retrospective method could tell us about her understanding and interpretation of what occurred and how it affected her, although self-reports cannot be assumed to be accurate about what occurred. The interview was unstructured, was conducted by telephone, and took about 40 minutes. The interview was transcribed and analyzed for themes that emerged with respect to her experience.
In addition, we analyzed newsgroup threads from two of Pat's classes (three sections in all). Because students were expected to participate regularly in newsgroups as part of the course, these threads of asynchronous communication could reveal quite a bit about the kinds of public conversations that actually occurred online.
Noticeable shifts in patterns of communication-for example, in how often discussions were initiated by the teacher or students-could point to significant changes in pedagogy. Because she taught two sections of the same course in the spring semester, we were able to examine the consistency of patterns between the two sections, to determine whether apparent changes were observed across sections.
THE PROFESSOR'S EXPERIENCE: WHAT THE INTERVIEW TELLS US
Although very enthusiastic about the program and about her decision to join it, Pat found her first year challenging-one course more so than others, due primarily to management issues. Pat enjoys teaching ("I love to teach and I really enjoy my students") and sees herself as a good teacher. As she met challenges in the new environment, she had to remind herself that she was a good teacher and had received good evaluations in the past.
Being Herself
A significant challenge in the online environment was to figure out how to "be herself', how to get "some of the things that work for me face-to-face to work in that synchronous environment." She had to think quite explicitly about how to bring herself into this text-based environment, about "how do you create your culture in your classroom, and how can you do that online." She did two things: brought objects into her online office, which could be there when she was having discussions with students ("food, drink"); and she made use of a lot of "metaphorical language" during the synchronous sessions. She learned to use expressions, often abbreviated, such as "laughing out loud, leaning in, listening eagerly, sitting back in my chair….walking around the room to nudge the back row" and others to convey what would happen in a face-to-face context. Even though she has found these strategies useful, she still sees this as a challenge: "The hardest piece for me is how do I bring my personality and my nonverbal piece online; how do I create that culture."
Responding to the Group: Letting Go of the Reins
In contrast to the struggle of being who she is in the online environment, Pat is very clear about having made a significant change in her teaching-that is, giving more control to the group. She expresses this in several ways:
"…the biggest thing for me that I learned was to be responsive to the group. [the program director] said, 'you can't lecture on line.' And she's correct. I can have six classes with exactly the same content and we can go in six different directions. But that doesn't mean that each one isn't meaningful." "Also, I had to learn to be more responsive to the group and their questions, not just posting question after question, but allowing some of the discussion to arise from their interest with it. So really letting go of the reins more." And later, when asked directly, "How do you think your teaching is different as a result of that experience [i.e., the first semester's teaching] from what it was when you first started at [this university]?" "I'm much more responsive to the group. I do not lecture. I bring in lots of other sources, lots of other readings, researchers, have them look for stuff on the Web that relates to it....One of the things that has been most interesting to students and that I got a tremendous amount of quality feedback this last term on was, I had them lead some of the discussions on the readings. And they felt that that was highly meaningful because they not only had to read it but they had to know it. And they got to present it in a way that was meaningful for them."
When asked "what were the things that happened that made you decide to let go of the reins more," Pat talked about getting private emails from some of the most highly motivated students about ideas they had, readings they had found, and so forth. "So I think just really listening to them and getting to understand where many of them were." And, when asked what advice she would give to someone who was about to begin teaching in this program or one that was similar:
"But the bottom line for me is to be a facilitator and not a controller. You can't force them. You have to become a peer in their journey."
Valuing Community
Another prominent theme is Pat's appreciation of the community that this program helps its students to develop, in part because the same cohort of 20 goes through the program together. In response to a question about what the students get out of this course that may be different from a typical face-to-face course, Pat responded: "They really bond as colleagues in the sense that they become ongoing in learning. They ask each other all kinds of things related to things that are occurring in their work……So I think what they get is a …network even beyond what a lot of faculty have in that they have a group of peers that they can contact in lots of different scenarios again and again…."
Pat later mentions also that: "students talk much more than they would if they drove to campus and met at class. There are different layers of conversation, and the students usually have two or three going when we have class."
She talks also about the ways students help each other with technology problems: "So it's not like you just have the instructor, but you have 20 other people you can call for virtually anything." And, a bit later: "The potential to share is huge. The potential to better understand other people's perspectives…" It is not clear just how this sense of the students' having a community influences her pedagogical practice, but it is clear that she sees this community as a powerful and important contributor to the students' experience.
Getting Support
For Pat, program leaders have been important in enabling her to develop as a teacher. She mentioned that the program director "doesn't get in your way on anything. She's sort of waiting to see what you want to do, but she's also there to support you…" Later, Pat volunteered about the program director: "She's not stuck on one particular tool or one particular way of doing stuff. She's always exploring what's a new way to do this or have you looked at this tool, or have you considered that. I love open-mindedness, and it's o.k. to fail and to make some mistakes along the way."
Pat also indicated that the program director brings to the program key people in the field, who talk with faculty and students.
"She makes things real for the faculty too. We're invited in on everything and allowed to have conversations with people that are doing and creating the tools that we use and the philosophies that we follow."
It appears that the support and mentoring that the program chair provides may be helping Pat to try new things and to take risks with her teaching.
CHANGES OVER TIME: WHAT THE NEWSGROUPS TELL US
The messages in each newsgroup for each of the three course sections (1 fall, 2 spring) were coded as to who initiated them (teacher or student) and into categories that emerged from initial analyses of the content of messages. These were:
Logistics. These postings made or responded to inquiries and problems in accomplishing the work of the course. Often these gave directions to students or clarified assigned work Resources. These postings offered URLs, contained embedded articles, or made reference to non-required books. Typically students and teacher offered these as "interesting" or "useful" to a student's project work.
Feedback. These postings are evaluative comments about the work of a student or a group of students, from either the professor or another student. Discussion Topic. These are topics that are introduced by students or teacher for general discussion. This does not include questions about assigned readings. When sites are introduced as conversation starters, often with the remarks "what do you think of this?" they are coded as discussion topics rather than as resources.
Reading Questions. These are instructor-posed questions about the required readings. Typically they ask students to summarize key points, answer inferential comprehension questions, extrapolate key ideas for local application, or define terms used in the readings.
Help. This category includes requests for a wide variety of help, technical and otherwise. Since students are encouraged generously to support each others' calls for help, we expected this category to include primarily studentto-student postings.
Assignments. These postings announce the delivery of assignments, making them available to the professor and to other students, generally in the form of a URL reference or attached file.
Negotiation. In these postings the parties try to resolve differences, most often around the due dates or specifics of assignments. Negotiations are sometimes disguised as bids for sympathy and second chances to get work done. Examining Pat's newsgroups from September to April reveals some important shifts in her use of threaded discussions. In the fall, Pat taught a course on learning and technology. The course newsgroup contained 537 separate postings covering 85 different subject headings (Table 1) . These threads are dominated by teacher-initiated postings. Of the 85 threaded topics, slightly more than half are put into play by the teacher. And Logistics is the most frequent category. There is quite a bit of explaining the syllabus, the schedule of online chat sessions, and the assignments. But there is also logistical work related to the use of small groups and pairs to do course work.
The balance of the initiated discussion is focused on Assignments and Resources, not on Discussion.
Indeed, only 7 threads of the 85 could be categorized as Discussion. No wonder there is much Logistical talk.
Students are busy completing and turning in assignments. There is not much opportunity for construction of knowledge through dialogue in threaded newsgroups. The burden must then fall to the synchronous 'chat' mode.
Yet 'chat' sessions occur less than once a week. Although there are few threads coded as Reading Question, this category reflects a traditional college course approach to reading discussions, which begin with the professor asking a question about the content of the readings due that week.
Moving Off the Stage
In the second semester, Pat changes her pedagogical use of threaded discussions. Looking from fall to spring, we see there is still a good proportion of newsgroup threads dedicated to Logistics and Assignments. Now, however, Pat relinquishes dominance of the topics in the threaded discussion. Down from the fall semester high of 51.8%, the percent of topics initiated by the teacher is barely 37.3% and 38.5% in each of the course sections in the spring semester, respectively (Table 2 ). Similarly, she gives up on Reading Questions altogether. Furthermore, there is a shift for both students and teacher, away from Logistics and onto Discussion
Topics. This is particularly interesting because it results in a shift in the participation structures of students. Instead of formal assignments and reading questions, the instructor now asks students to lead fellow students, to formulate an initial prompt for discussion in newsgroup and /or online. This request fulfills the same function as previous formal questions and assignments on readings. However, these student postings are not responses to reading questions, nor are they responses to formal assignments. These are largely student initiated (71% and 58.1%) extensions of course topics. For example, a student offers up a topic for discussion.
Subject: Learning Styles Affect Teaching Date: Mon, 5 Feb
We started a discussion earlier in the NG, about how our learning styles affect our teaching.
Please post your thoughts on if/how you see your learning styles affect your teaching.
I found an interesting website, which summarizes Kolb's Theory of Learning Syles and Gardner's Multiple Intelligences. I will paste the web page below. 
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
The interview and newsgroup analyses together indicate that becoming an online teacher in this master's program was both a challenging experience and also one in which the professor learned a great deal and made significant change in her pedagogy. The change, described by her as 'letting go of the reins,' was not simple, however. Granted, the 'letting go' necessitated her giving up some things she did before-for example, posting many questions to structure the online discussion. But it also required that she do some things she had not done before-for example, turning over the whole structuring of a reading discussion to students, whereas before she had simply asked them to lead a discussion that she had already structured. And it required that she come to her own understanding of the meaning and importance of this change. Her comments suggest that she saw this change as both being responsive to what the students wanted and helping to create learning opportunities that were meaningful and legitimate for students.
It is quite remarkable that such a visible shift took place in such a short period of time-less than one year.
Yet, there were many factors that were supportive of this change in pedagogy. First, Pat herself wanted to learn how to continue to be a good teacher in this new environment. Moreover, she came to the program with considerable experience both as a teacher and as someone comfortable with technology. Second, the social context-the structure and philosophy of the program, as well as its leadership-was supportive of her taking risks and developing. And, finally, the technology itself made a significant contribution. The technology provided a great deal of feedback about the effectiveness of her teaching and about the engagement of her students. She 'listened' to what the students were saying to her online. And much, although not all, of what transpired was public. Both the synchronous class sessions and the newsgroups were readily available for anyone in the program to see.
This one case is suggestive about how we might investigate teachers' development on line more broadly.
First, it underscores the value of using more than one method. In this case, taken together, the results indicated clearly that Pat had indeed given over more control to the students. The newsgroup analyses showed explicitly the changes that occurred in who initiated conversations and in what they were about. The analyses enable us to 'see' what these changes look like in asynchronous interaction. The interview indicated that this was a change Pat herself was not only aware of, but that was very important to her. In addition, the interview provided Pat's own understanding and interpretation of many aspects of her experience of being a first-year teacher in this program.
The methods used in this case study are ones that can be used and expanded in further investigations of teacher development in online environments. Learning to teach in an online environment is complex and challenging. It offers possibilities that face-to-face teaching does not, while removing the visual and auditory immediacy of the face-to-face classroom. Making or constructing one's way as a teacher in this new space is likely to be a developmental process that takes place over many years. Pat made significant strides in a short period of time. It will be interesting to observe the long-term development of Pat and others like her, as well as to see how less experienced teachers learn how to function in this environment. Clearly, as teachers gain confidence, take risks, experiment with the technology and the pedagogy, and see themselves as part of a community in which practice itself is evolving, we will observe developments that we may not now be able to predict, let alone imagine.
APPENDIX Detailed Explanation and Examples of Newsgroup Coding
The analyses reported here come from two semesters of work, one course in the fall and two sections of the same one in the spring. The fall course was a four-unit seminar entitled Learning and Technology; the spring course, a three-unit course entitled Curriculum and Technology. The student groups each semester were not the same, but were different cadre groups, which began the program at the same time.
The messages in each newsgroup were coded into categories that emerged from initial analyses of the content of messages. This site, owned by Tapscott, is a great place to get some of the 'Big Ideas' from the book in an easily digestible format...
Bill
Feedback. Feedback is something students are constantly complaining they don't receive often enough. In all newsgroups feedback is fairly infrequent, at least as a public posting. Faculty may prefer email for feedback to individuals, and use the newsgroup for blanket feedback remarks, such as the one below. The program, and the faculty teaching in it, aims at getting students to interact with each other as much, if not more, than with faculty.
Students are strongly urged to respond to peers. As we point out later, this, this sort of peer-to-peer interaction must be nurtured, and seems to be greatly influenced by the participation structures in the program. Discussion Topic. This category describes discussion topics that are introduced by students or teacher for general discussion by the group. This does not include questions about assigned readings. Often it includes postings that pick up and carry forward a piece of discussion that had begun in a synchronous session in Tapped In.
Sometimes they seem to spring from student musing or reflections. Sometimes, discussion topics arise from recent news or from provocative or interesting sites students have come across on the Net. When sites are introduced as conversation starters, often with the remarks "what do you think of this?" they are coded as discussion topics rather than as resources. The one below comes from a student, to be discussed in an online chat session. What are some of the most effective ways you have done this in the classroom or workplace?
Please give us specific examples.
Who wants to start the conversation?
Help. This category falls out of the program culture as it is established in the mandatory pre-session called VirtCamp. At that time students are urged to create a database or other listing of peer strengths and skills for later reference. Students are also encouraged to generously support each other in technical areas. We find evidence of the successful seeding of this cultural aspect in newsgroup postings, where, at any given moment, a student will post a request for help and find several cadre mates offering suggestions. Thus, interestingly, the 'help' category rarely includes postings from students to teacher. Just to let you all know I wanted to create a standards based report card as part of my Learning Project, but I need a copy of the doggone standards to do that! I guess I could search for a printed copy of the standards and scan them into a word of database file if all else fails.
Any suggestions?
Sonia
Assignments. This category describes the use of newsgroups to maneuver assignments into the virtual 'in box' of the faculty member, and to make them available to peers. The program is set up to encourage students to hang their assignments off their program homepage. Thus, one is more likely to find a URL reference than an attached MS Word file in posting that are in this category. Notice again the clear invitation to peers for feedback.
